This study examines the variable use of r-liaison and boundary consonant deletion processes in the speech of young Nigerian speakers of English. This is with a view to confirming the hypothesis that continuous speech processes (CSPs) can be socially differentiated in a speech community. A sample of 180 young educated Nigerian English (NigE) speakers, evenly stratified into gender and class, voiced 19 utterances and a short passage into digital recording devices and filled in 180 copies of a structured questionnaire. All tokens of r-liaison and consonant deletion produced at word and morpheme boundaries were identified and analysed statistically, using the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). The only speech variation observed in the data was between male and female speakers in boundary consonant deletion, (F(1, 176) = 6.24, p = .013). The findings did not sufficiently demonstrate variability in the speech patterns of young NigE speakers in relation to rliaison and boundary consonant deletion processes.
Introduction
Elaborate attention has not been paid to social variation research in the L2 varieties of English (Huber and Brato 2008) . In Nigeria, for instance, most variationist studies have been confined to the level of education or region of speakers (Brosnahan 1958 , Jibril 1982 , Sogunro 2012 ). This is not unconnected with the cynicism of scholars on the applicability of the Labovian model to the multilingual environment of most L2 societies.
First, Labov's studies were carried out among native speakers who were mainly monolinguals, and so there was no issue with the speakers' mastery of the language. Second, the kind of elaborate social class system upon which his studies were based is non-existent in Nigeria. Besides, factors like wealth and political status do not usually correlate with competence in the use of English in the L2 setting, as education is not necessarily a key factor of success.
Nevertheless, all aspects of the Labovian model and its methods are very relevant to the Nigerian sociolinguistic environment. In the first instance, its ethnic/regional approach to variation is appropriate in Nigeria which is made up of different ethno-linguistic groups. This is because speech production can vary according to ethnicity or region of speakers (Guy 1981 , Horvath 1985 , Jibril 1979 , 1982 Labov 1966 , Trudgill 1974 . Again, Labov's (1963 Labov's ( , 1966 Labov's ( , 1990 Labov's ( , 1991 position that speakers' gender and age are key factors of speech variation is relevant to any speech community, given human biological and cultural differences.
Lastly, although social class is much more pronounced amongst the native speakers of English, it cannot be completely discountenanced in the L2 setting. The reason is that class difference is inherent in every society, though at varying levels and in terms of different factors ranging from economic to cultural and political, and Nigeria cannot be an exception. The Nigerian society, for instance, is essentially polarised into haves and have-nots on the basis of economic and political advantages that a class has over the other. This determines to a large extent the quality of education, level of social exposure and opportunities available to members of each class, which may, in turn, influence their speech.
Given the above scenario therefore, it becomes imperative to begin to pay attention to class as a social variable in the L2 setting. This is the course this study attempts to chart by examining the use of r-liaison and boundary consonant deletion processes in the speech of young Nigerian speakers of English in order to establish possible correlations of these features with gender and social class in NigE.
Research Questions
The study intends to answer the following research questions:
(a) Do gender and class variations exist in young NigE speakers' use of the r-liaison process? (b) Does the boundary consonant deletion process correlate with gender and social class of young NigE speakers?
Connected Speech Processes
Words are not usually spoken in isolation but in a fluent continuous stream. In connected speech therefore, discreteness of segments marked by phonemes is usually neutralised, as sounds tend to slur into one another (Pike 1948) . Adjacent segments do influence each other in varying degrees, especially at morpheme and word boundaries in rapid, casual speech (Nolan and Kerswill 1990, Roach and Widowson 2001) . The modifications that occur to segments in fluent speech may be phonemic alterations or simple allophonic realisations whereby less prominent consonants, vowels, or syllables in words are altered or deleted; contiguous sounds resemble each other, or a sound is inserted into another (Kerswill 1985) . Sometimes, the resultant sound may even be alien to the phonemic inventory of the language in question. Nolan and Kerswill (1990) buttress this claim with the example of an English utterance: I don't suppose you could make it for five, transcribed phonemically as /ai deunt sǝpǝuz ju: kʊd meik it fɔ: faiv/, but which becomes nspeu ebme: i ai through the processes of reduction, lenition, assimilation and deletion when rendered in rapid speech.
These processes by which the explicit, dictionary-type forms of sounds are converted to the phonetic properties of fluent speech by a variety of reduction and simplification processes (Nolan and Kerswill 1990) are what are technically referred to as connected speech processes (CSPs). Among these are assimilation, reduction, elision (deletion), lenition, liaison (linking), epenthesis (insertion), juncture, and so forth.
The occurrence of CSPs has largely been traced to a number of sources. One of them is articulatory economy, which is an attempt to maximise articulatory ease when pronouncing adjoining sounds in connected speech (Abercrombie 1967 , Foulkes 2006 . It has been established that very fast speech may lead to articulation of shorter duration, increased overlap, and greater articulatory undershoot (Foulkes 2006) .
On the contrary Ohala (1983) is of the opinion that changes in speaking rate cannot affect all sounds equally, since the degrees of inertia and speed movement of the articulators are not the same. He believes that CSPs are rather products of limitation of the speech mechanism and/or operations of aerodynamic principles in the vocal tract. In other words, these processes result from variation in the structures of the vocal tract. Citing the example of stops which usually change to affricate in the environment of close vowels or palatal /j/ (e.g. the pronunciation of tune as [ʧun] in some varieties of British English), he argues that such sound change is not articulatorily motivated but is due to the aerodynamics of the vocal tract setting.
Again, the idea of mechanical determination of CSPs has been proved inadequate. CSPs have been discovered to differ from one language, dialect or individual to another (Byrd 1994; Laver 1994) ; whereas, the innate constraints of the vocal tracts are universal (Foulkes 2006) . For instance, regressive voicing assimilation is not permitted in RP, whereas it is found in some Scottish accents (e.g. the medial consonant cluster in birthday may be pronounced [-ðd-] ) and in French (e.g. /avek/ may become a eg in "a ec ous" [aveg vu]). CSPs, then, are determined by language-specific rules which dictate what particular processes are to be allowed in a particular language or dialect (Byrd 1994 , Kerswill 1987 , Laver 1994 , Nolan & Kerswill 1990 ).
It is for this reason that Kerswill (1985 Kerswill ( , 1987 opines that CSPs can be socially differentiated depending on regional affiliation, age, sex and socio-economic class of speakers; and may be employed or avoided by members of a particular sociolinguistic group. This study, therefore, attempts to examine such variation in two connected speech processes (r-liaison and boundary consonant deletion) among young NigE speakers, differentiated by gender and social class.
R-liaison in Nigerian in English
R-liaison and consonant deletion are two of the connected speech processes found at varying degrees in NigE. R-liaison, comprising linking and intrusive /r/, refers to insertion of /r/ in-between two adjacent vowels to fill a hiatus at word boundary for euphonic purposes (Oladipupo 2014a , Skandera & Burleigh 2005 . In linking /r/, an orthographic r is articulated in-between the contiguous vowels, e.g. for ever [ rǝ vǝ] , after a while [aeftrə waɪl]; while r is absent but pronounced in the same position in intrusive /r/, e.g. media event [mi:dɪər ɪvent], idea of [aɪdɪər ǝv] .
In NigE, r-liaison is not so pervasive. The few scholars (e.g. Awonusi 2004 , Oladipupo 2014a Simo Bobda 2007) who have attempted to explore its operation are unanimous that this feature of speech is not heard very often among NigE speakers. Awonusi (2004) , for instance, is of the view that the linking /r/ usage in Nigerian English Accent is consistent with RP only in such short phrases as for a while, here and there, after all, etc., while the intrusive /r/ is not found at all. This sentiment is also shared by Simo Bobda (2007) Oladipupo (2014a) identifies linking and intrusive /r/ as connected speech processes found in NigE but categorises them as minor processes used sparingly by a minority of speakers in Nigeria. He attributes the low occurrence of r-liaison to the tendency for NigE speakers to pronounce every word as distinct as possible in connected speech (due to the syllable-timed rhythm of NigE where each syllable tends to occur at regular time intervals) and a lack of awareness for the speech feature in NigE.
However, Oladipupo (2014b) does not only establish the claim that r-liaison is scarcely found in NigE, he also examines further its social and linguistic distribution in educated Yoruba English (EYE), a sub-variety of NigE, and finds that the feature shows evidence of social and linguistic patterning. It correlates with the adults' speech and occurs, predominantly, in-between grammatical items, such as there are, more of you and after a while, where the feature has been lexicalised due to continuous use. In view of this discovery, the present study extends inquiry into the social variation of rliaison to representatives of young speakers in the entire country.
Consonant Deletion in Nigerian English
Boundary consonant deletion is a process by which consonant clusters at word or morpheme boundaries are simplified in connected speech by deleting one or more of the clusters to maximise ease of articulation, e.g. [faun faɪv] found five, [ʤʌs wʌns] just once.
Previous studies are agreed that the consonant deletion process is a common phenomenon in NigE (Jibril 1982 , Oladipupo 2014c Jibril (1982) confirms this fact and associates the trend with fast speech or the need for consonant cluster simplification (the need to reduce a cluster of consonants word-internally or at a boundary).
Oladipupo (2014c) is also of the opinion that NigE, like many other varieties of English (native and non-native), tends towards elision of consonants at word and morpheme boundaries, especially at the coda position of the first of two contiguous words, e.g. [kep kwaɪət] kept quiet, [dəʊn baɪ] don't buy. He, however, attributes this trend to consonant cluster reduction, rather than fast speech. The present study, however, is an attempt to examine the social distribution of this feature of speech amongst young Nigerian speakers which previous studies did not pay attention to.
Sociophonetic Variation
While sociolinguistics deals with all aspects of language variation, sociophonetics studies only socially-conditioned phonetic variation in speech that correlates with social actors like speaker's gender, age or social class (Honey 1997, Foulkes and Docherty 2006) . The goal of sociophonetic research is to blend both sociolinguistic and phonetic methods, techniques and principles with a view to establishing that language variation is not only systematic but also embedded with social meaning (Hay and Drager 2007) . In doing this, sociophonetic work has been interacting with other fields of study like first and second language acquisition, forensic linguistics, dialectology, conversation analysis and computational linguistics, among others (Foulkes and Hay 2015) .
The emergence of this research tradition has been spurred by the view that language varies, especially at the phonetic level. It is generally held that speech variability may be influenced by speakers' social backgrounds -gender, age, social class and ethnicity (Labov 1966 , McCarthy 2012 . But beyond these factors, variation in speech has also been accounted for by groups and social networks affiliation (Milroy 1987 , Eckert 2000 and communicative context which comprises linguistic style or register of speech, social context, the topic of discussion, the addressee and the intention of the speaker (Foulkes 2006) .
Sociophonetic research is not limited to speech production, but also extends to speech perception (Foulkes 2006 , Clopper & Pisoni, 2005 , Thomas 2002 ). Specifically, extensive work has been done on segmental variation from both auditory and acoustic perspectives (e.g. Alan and Stuart-Smith 2011; Kendall & Fridland 2011 , Schrimpf 2013 . A few studies have also been conducted to capture regional and social speech variation at the suprasegmental level, especially on aspects of intonation (Warren 2005) , rhythm (Carter 2005) and tonal alignment (Nolan 2002) . Sociophonetic variation has also been reported in the subsegmental aspects of speech, in forms of the relative duration, strength or temporal coordination of articulatory gestures (Docherty & Foulkes 2005 , Foulkes & Docherty 2006 , Nolan & Kerswill 1990 , Scobbie 2005 .
In NigE, studies that employ the sociophonetic tradition to examine the subsegmental features of connected speech are very scarce. This study, therefore, is an attempt to explore this research dimension. The focus on young speakers is motivated by the fact that they are usually regarded as linguistic innovators and agents of change, and their speech patterns can provide insight into the direction of sound change in a speech community (Kerswill 1996) .
Methodology
A sample of 180 young educated NigE speakers (between 18 and 35 years) was drawn, through stratified and purposive techniques, from the six geo-political zones in Nigeria (North West, North East, North Central, South West, South East and South-South). This was with a view to selecting participants who are representative of young speakers of English across the entire country.
The participants comprised students of public and private higher institutions as well as members of the National Youth Service Corps (fresh graduates observing the one-year mandatory service to the nation) in those parts of the country. The choice of students and graduates was motivated by the need to sample educated speakers for the research. The young speakers so selected from all the geo-political zones were stratified into gender and social class without consideration for their ethnic backgrounds (male-low class: 45 speakers; male-high class: 45 speakers; female-low class: 45 speakers; female-high class: 45 speakers).
Their social class statuses were determined based on such indices as family socio-economic background, parents' occupation, school type (high fee-paying private university or low-cost public university), access to wealth and international exposure; all derived from the questionnaires administered to each of them. For instance, the parents of high social class speakers were high-ranking entrepreneurs, professionals and senior management staff of their organisations. The high social class participants themselves were undergraduates and graduates of high fee-paying private universities in Nigeria, and had had the privilege of travelling to Europe and the Americas for the summer on se eral occasions; a act that lends credence to their parents' class status. Parents of participants in the low social class category, on the other hand, were lowincome earners, while the speakers themselves were not as privileged as the other group.
The researcher and his trained research assistants visited the participants in their various institutions and places of primary assignment and administered to them, on one-on-one basis, 180 copies of a structured questionnaire and a test comprising 19 utterances and a short passage (see the Appendix), both containing potential r-liaison and boundary consonant deletion sites. The questionnaire was meant to verify and identify their social backgrounds (whether male or female; low or high social class).
Having been informed of the purpose of the research and assured of the confidentiality of their responses, they were instructed to voice, into digital recording devices, Test 1 as responses to certain questions from the researcher and produce Test 2 as naturally as possible. The initial attempt of each participant was recorded and then played back to verify whether the conversations sounded casual and natural enough. The final recording was made after that had been ascertained
The Data
The relevant items, extracted from Tests 1 and 2, are shown in Table 1 and  Table 2 below.
Table 1. R-liaison process

Item
Liaison Type
Peter at Linking /r/ more of him " after a while " their action " wore a black dress " inquire about " colour of " for all "
there are " over eat " power-assisted " law and order Intrusive /r/ idea of it " media event " Table 2 . Boundary Consonant deletion
Statistical Analysis and Results
All cases of r-liaison (linking and intrusive /r/) and consonant deletion produced by the participants at morpheme and word boundaries were allotted 1 mark each, while absence of liaison and deletion was assigned 0. The scores were analysed statistically, using the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), based on gender and class of speakers. The two dependent variables (r-liaison and boundary consonant deletion) were analysed separately and their results were reported before discussion.
R-Liaison
In view of the small number of tokens of r-liaison produced by the participants, we decided to combine the individual scores for linking and intrusive /r/ for the purpose of calculating the mean scores for gender and class variables in rliaison. Table 3 shows the breakdown of the mean scores. Table 3 suggests that only a little difference existed between male and female speakers. While the males had a mean score of 0.844, the females' score was slightly higher (0.933). The same trend was found between the two social classes. The high class speakers had only a little higher mean score (0.922) than the low class (0.856). In order to determine the significance of the results, therefore, a univariate Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was carried out, with participants' scores as the dependent variable and gender and class as independent variables, using the IBM SPSS statistics 20 package. The ANOVA results are presented in Table 4 below. The ANOVA results in Table 4 confirmed absence of gender variation, (F(1,176) = 0.298, p = .586); class variation, F(1,176) = 0.168, p = .683; and group interaction, (F(1,176) = 0.912, p = .341). This implies that no variation was found amongst the participants in r-liaison usage.
Boundary Consonant Deletion
The mean scores for the independent variables (gender and class) were calculated from the individual scores in boundary consonant deletion process. Table 5 shows the mean scores for each of the social variables. Grand Mean 9.033 Table 5 reveals a considerable difference between male and female participants in boundary consonant deletion. Aggregated mean scores of 9.51 for males and 8.56 for females suggest that the incidence of boundary consonant deletion was higher amongst male participants than female participants. On the other hand, the class difference was smaller. While low class speakers had an aggregated mean score of 8.80 the high class had 9.27. Table 6 below shows the results of ANOVA performed to test the significance of these mean scores. The results of ANOVA analysis in Table 6 above show that, at 0.05 significant level, there was a significant variation between the mean scores of male and female speakers relative to boundary consonant deletion, (F(1, 176) = 6.24, p= .013); whereas, no significant class difference was found, (F(1, 176) = 1.49, p = .224). This implies that male speakers significantly deleted consonants at word and morpheme boundaries more than female speakers, while both the low and the high class participants had equal tendency towards deletion. However, the table also reveals gender-class interaction effect, F(1, 176) = 5.13, p = .025), which means that social class differed significantly between both sexes: male high, with a mean score of 10.178, used boundary consonant deletion more than female high with 8.356 (see Table 5 ). This shows that the gender variation was due to differences between male and female high class speakers.
Discussion and Conclusion
The findings of this study have shown that neither gender nor class variation was found in the speech of the participants (young NigE speakers) relative to r-liaison usage, and that only the speech of male speakers, especially that of the high social class, was found to correlate with boundary consonant deletion. In the light of these findings vis-à-vis related submissions in sociophonetic research therefore, this study has not sufficiently demonstrated variability in the speech pattern of young NigE speakers in relation to r-liaison and consonant deletion.
To start with, it is usually claimed in the sociophonetic tradition that female speakers use more standard or prestigious speech variants and fewer low-status forms than males (Hudson 1996 , Labov 1990 , and that the speech of members of higher social classes correlates with the standard forms, while vernacular forms are most prevalent among the lower social classes (Labov 1966) . In view of this, a higher usage of r-liaison (being a prestige variant) would have been expected not only from female speakers but also from high class participants. However, this was not the case, as neither gender nor class variation was exhibited in this CSP, which demonstrates an equal status for r-liaison usage amongst the participants, irrespective of gender and class.
This implies that young NigE speakers, regardless of their gender and class affiliations, do not differ in r-liaison usage. The educational advantage and social exposure of the high class over the low class does not, in any way, translate to superior performance in the use of this prestigious feature of speech. This trend, which corroborates Oladipupo's (2014b) earlier finding that r-liaison does not correlate with gender and class in educated Yoruba English (a sub-variety of NigE), cannot be separated from the fact that r-liaison is scarcely used in NigE, especially amongst young speakers who lack exposure to it both in school and in the community (Oladipupo 2014b, c) .
The only variation observed in the whole data was found between male and female young speakers in boundary consonant deletion, where the male speakers deleted more boundary consonants than their female counterparts. Again, no variation was observed between low and high class speakers altogether, although the gender-class interaction showed significant variation between male high and female high class speakers; that is, male from high social class significantly used boundary consonant deletion more than females of the same social class.
The gender difference can be traced to the need to achieve articulatory economy on the part of male speakers. Elision is considered a phonetically motivated process that is characteristic of connected speech, in that it enhances the ease of articulation (Hannisdal 2006) . That males significantly deleted more boundary consonants than females, therefore, implies that male speakers (especially from high social class) are more receptive to natural phonological processes and are articulatorily more economical than female speakers, who tend to be more careful and formal in speech (Labov 1963 (Labov , 1966 Hudson 1996) .
Overall, the study has demonstrated that Kerswill's (1985 Kerswill's ( , 1987 observation that CSPs may be socially differentiated in a speech community is not fully supported in NigE, especially in relation to young speakers' variable use of r-liaison and consonant deletion in connected speech. This is because only very little variation was observed in the data.
TEST 1
Researcher
The participant 1)
Have What is the main duty of the police? They maintain law and order
